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Addressing a Burning Issue 
by Rhett Johnson 
For most people, setting fire to a forest to save it 
sounds a lot like "jumbo shrimp" or "military intelli-
gence". It just doesn't seem to go together. Many 
forest types in the world, however, evolved with fire 
as a natural component in the ecosystem. Granted, 
fire can be very destructive under even the best con-
ditions, but forest and wildlife ecologists and manag-
ers are beginning to understand that fire, while de-
stroying some forest elements, encourages others. 
Perhaps the most fire dependent forest ecosystem in 
North America is the 
longleaf pine ecosystem 
of the Southeast. If the 
rain forest is called the 
rain forest because of its 
prec1p1tation, then 
longleaf might be called 
the fire forest because of 
its dependence on fire to 
maintain it. Ecologists 
call the native longleaf 
forest a "fire climax" for-
est because, left undis-
turbed and unburned, it 
would revert to a type other than longleaf pine and its 
associated communities. Communities adapted to fire 
in varying degrees exist in nearly every region of the 
United States. Tall grass prairies are a familiar ex-
ample for Midwesterners. Natural western ponde-
rosa pine forest ecosystems are also fire dependent. 
Ecological reasons for introducing fire into the forest 
abound. Many plant species flower and produce seed 
only after fire. Fire clears the litter from the forest 
floor, cre.ating a seedbed for new plant communities. 
Some hard-seeded plants germinate best after scari-
fication by fire. Many native legumes, valuable to 
wildlife and as nitrogen fixers, fall into this category. 
Fire can clear matted vegetation, allowing sunlight 
to reach new germinants. Fire-induced mortality of 
20 
woody shrubs can release herbaceous plants, includ-
ing many wild flowers. 
Wildlife species in upland forests typically react very 
well to fire. Unlike the familiar and terrifying scene 
in "Bambi", most fires are of low intensity and slow 
moving. A typical backfire, burning against the wind 
under almost any condition, moves at one chain an 
hour or roughly 1 foot per second. Even an ISU for-
estry major on his or her way to an 2:00 - 5 :00 PM 
Friday Statistics lab can 
move faster than that! 
Many species, over evo-
lutionary time, have de-
veloped mechanisms to 
escape all but the fastest 
moving head fires. Uti-
lizing burrows, tree dens, 
and the "fire shadows" 
created by downed logs, 
rocks, etc.; animals like 
snakes, turtles, and other 
less mobile species can 
avoid becoming crispy 
critters. More agile animals, like tree squirrels, deer, 
raccoons, and rabbits, avoid fire by moving ahead or 
around it. The animals most at risk include birds and 
small mammals that are either ground or low shrub 
nesters. 
Of course, all of the above statements are only true 
when fuel conditions are maintained at low levels by 
either prescribed fire or a progressive "let-bum" policy 
for natural fires. As appealing as a "let-bum" policy 
is to purists, it can be very difficult to apply over large 
areas. People have a tendency to not want their houses 
or other flammable property to bum and there are few 
places left where there are no people. In places where 
that situation does exist, naturally occurring fires can 
create conditions which greatly reduce the potential 
for destructive fires. Natural fires are usually light-
ning ignited and that doesn't occur very often, espe-
cially when fuels are maintained at low levels by fre-
quent fires. How, then, did large areas get burned 
before men came to set fires? Many ecologists feel 
that, although lightning set fires in low fuel condi-
tions infrequently, once a fire was started it burned 
almost from horizon to horizon, halted only by large 
riparian systems or other inflammable areas, inclem-
ent weather (real heavy rain or snow), or by burning 
into recently burned areas, where fuel had already 
been consumed. 
Native Americans used fire 
on the plains and forests for 
a number of reasons. In-
cluded among them are im-
proving wildlife habitat, im-
proving access and vision in 
the forest, and reducing in-
sect pests. Early southeast-
ern settlers set range fires late 
in the afternoon, allowing ris-
ing evening humidity to put 
them out and limit the size of 
the bum. In the days of open 
range, that not only created 
better grazing, but also served to help locate free-rang-
ing cattle, which moved to the freshly "greened-up" 
areas. 
We use fire today for those reasons and more. Pre-
scribed burning objectives include ecological resto-
ration,' wildlife habitat improvement, seedbed prepa-
ration, vegetation management, access into the for-
est, improved "viewscapes", and hazard reduction. 
Experienced practitioners can "design" fire to achieve 
one or more of the listed goals in almost any fire tol-
erant system. Perhaps the key objective that can be 
achieved with prescribed fire is fuel load reduction. 
When fuels build to unnaturally high levels, cata-
strophic fires like those in Yellowstone a decade ago 
and Florida a few years ago result. These fires are 
indeed destructive to timber resources, wildlife popu-
lations, and threaten human lives and property. As 
more and more Americans move "into the forest", the 
fire situation at that suburban/urban-wildland inter-
face becomes more and more critical. The decision, 
unfortunately, is not whether or not to bum, but when 
and under what conditions. Fire is a constant in the 
environment. Fire and high levels of fuel are ex-
tremely dangerous. Most forest managers would pre-
fer to use fire as a tool, at a time and under conditions 
of their own choosing, rather than to accept or battle 
it when conditions are most conducive to catastrophic 
wildfire. 
Air quality issues threaten the 
ability to use fire in the for-
est, particularly near popu-
lated areas. Forest managers, 
environmental agencies and 
others are anxiously awaiting 
results of comparisons of the 
potential health effects of par-
ticulate matter loads resulting 
from a series of low intensity 
planned fires versus the acute 
smoke and ash releases 
caused by catastrophic wild-
fires. Bum a forest to save 
it? You bet. Besides, it's a 
lot more fun to set one than 
to put one out!! Should we have 01' Smoky in the 
crosshairs? Not at all. Uncontrolled wildfires are 
usually not acceptable, especially when unnaturally 
high fuel loads lead to high intensity, destructive fires 
or when those fires threaten human life or property. 
Controlled fire is a wonderful tool for forest ecosys-
tem management and the protection of human and 
forest resources. It is difficult to re-introduce fire 
safely into systems where it has long been excluded, 
but the threat of wildfire makes it an attractive alter-
native when done professionally. 
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